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Chapter 1 
  Demographics and Characteristics of the US Military and Veteran Populations  
  Jomana Amara and Ann Hendricks 
 
The structure of the United States (US) military was established during the American 
Revolution with the Army, Navy, and Marine Corps established in 1775. Creation of the Coast 
Guard followed in 1790 and the Department of the Navy was created in 1798. The precursor to the 
Department of Defense, the War Department, was established in 1789. After World War II, the 
military underwent a great transformation.  In 1947, the services were unified under the National 
Military Establishment, and the Department of the Air Force was created. At the same time, the three 
military services, Army, Navy, and Air Force, were placed under the direct control of the new 
Secretary of Defense. Finally, in 1949, the National Military Establishment was renamed the 
Department of Defense (DoD). This chapter describes the US military and veteran populations today 
and places the OEF/OIF cohort in the context of all living US veterans. It further covers the basic 
demographics of the military and veteran population including age, gender, race, and geography in 
order to provide you with a brief overview of who serves in the military. The Army, Navy/Marines, 
and Air Force each have both Active and Reserves/National Guard Components.  The latter include 
the Army National Guard of the United States, the Army Reserve, the Navy Reserve, the Marine 
Corps Reserve, the Air National Guard of the United States, the Air Force Reserve, and the Coast 
Guard Reserve.  
The purpose of the Reserve Components is to provide trained units and qualified persons to 
the forces in time of war or national emergency whenever more units and persons are needed than 
are in the regular components.  In addition to their role in supporting the Armed Forces, the Army 
National Guard and Air National Guard also assist the states in responding to disasters, civil 
disorders, and emergencies.  The US has primarily relied on volunteers to field its armed forces 
except for four periods (35 years in all) when the nation relied on conscription during the Civil War 
(1863 to 1865), World War I (1917 to 1918), World War II (1940 to 1945), and the Cold War (1946 
to 1973). In addition, it was only during the Korean and Vietnam conflicts in the Cold War that 
conscription was used extensively to supplement the force with sizeable numbers of draftees.  The 
number of personnel in the forces has ranged from a high of around 13 million during World War II 
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to approximately 1.4 million men and women on Active Duty and 1.3 million  in the National Guard 
and Reserve forces in 2013 (Figure 1). Current projections are for further declines in the size of the 
Active Duty military due to a slowdown in operating tempo after the conclusion of OEF/OIF and 
budgetary pressures.  
FIGURE 1 HERE 
Compared to other conflicts, the Reserve Components and women have been deployed at 
unprecedented rates in Iraq and Afghanistan. By comparison, during the Cold War era from 1945 to 
1989, Reserve Components were activated only four times. During the Korean War (1950-1953) 
857,877 Reserves were activated and 37,643 were activated for the Vietnam War (1968-1969). In 
addition, there were short activations during the Berlin Crisis and the Cuban Missile Crisis. The US 
has relied more heavily on the Reserve Components since the end of the Cold War, having activated 
the Reserves for federal service six times over the past 21 years. The latest activation has occurred at 
unprecedented rates for the engagements in Iraq and Afghanistan. In recent estimates of service 
members deployed to Operation Enduring Freedom and Operation Iraqi Freedom (OEF/OIF) the 
Reserves comprised close to 40%.  Approximately 850,000 men and women from the Reserve 
Components have separated from Active Duty and transitioned to civilian life since 2003 to join the 
newest generation of veterans. Survey data reports that the vast majority of demobilized Reserves 
have served after September 2001 in support of OEF/OIF (93.8%). 
In December 2011, approximately 88,000 Reserves were serving on Active Duty. DoD 
anticipates that the deployment of the Reserve Components will continue at a high rate with its 
evolution from a strategic reserve force into an operational reserve force critical to supplementing 
active forces, making repeated and extended combat deployments common. The operational role for 
the Reserve Components implies that large numbers of Guard and Reserve personnel will be called 
to active duty in the coming years.   
Women have also been deployed to OEF/OIF at unprecedented rates, comprising 10 to 20% 
of deployed personnel at different points in time during the current conflicts.  The total number of 
deployed female personnel is over 283,000 since 2003, and over 20,000 females are deployed as of 
February 2012. 
 
The U.S. Military Population 
The military recruits from the national youth population. Even though in absolute numbers 
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the youth population is large, the cohort suitable for military service is a small proportion.  For 
example, over one-third of youth have medical disqualifications with obesity being a large 
disqualifying factor, especially in minority populations. Drug or alcohol abuse rules out 18% of the 
overall population and another 23% do not meet enlistment standards for such reasons as criminal 
misbehavior, low aptitude scores, or having a large number of dependents. Thus, only 25% of the US 
youth population is eligible to serve. Of this 25%, an estimated 10% are attending college, further 
reducing the pool from which the military can effectively draw. 
Active Duty 
As of November 2012, the total number of military personnel is over 2.7 million, of which 
1.4 million are Active Duty.  The Army is the largest service with 561,437 Active Duty members, 
followed by the Air Force (328,821), Navy (320,141), Marine Corps (201,026), and Coast Guard 
(42,011).  The total military force in 2011 is 5.7% smaller overall than it was in 1995, when there 
were 1.5 million Active Duty members, but the decreases occurred primarily in the Navy (25.5% 
less) and Air Force (17% less) whereas the other services actually increased in size: 18.1% larger for 
the Coast Guard, 15.2% for the Marine Corps, and 11.2% for the Army. Overall, the Active Duty 
force has one officer for every 4.9 enlisted personnel, ranging from one for every 4.0 enlisted Air 
Force personnel to one for every 8.2 in the Marines. 
Before 1973, women made up less than one percent of the Active Duty forces.  As of 
November 2012, however, women numbered 204,714 and comprised 14.5% of the total force. 
Overall, a larger proportion of Active Duty female personnel are officers (37,899 out of 166,815, or 
22.7%) as compared to men (200,204 out of 1,006,507, or 19.9%). 
The percentage of Active Duty personnel who identify themselves as a racial minority (i.e., 
Black or African American, Asian, American Indian or Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian or other 
Pacific Islander, multi-racial, or other/unknown) is 30.2%. Hispanic is considered an ethnicity and 
not a minority race designation under the Office of Management and Budget directives. Overall, 
11.2% of the Active Duty force are of Hispanic ethnicity. The percentage of Active Duty members 
who identify themselves as a minority is greater in 2011 than it was in 1995, especially among 
officers.  In 1995, 10.5% of officers and 28.2% of enlisted members were minority compared to 23% 
of officers and 31.7% of enlisted members in 2011. Despite this change, the proportion of racial and 
ethnic minorities who are officers is smaller than the proportion of white military personnel: 54,753 
officers out of 372,163 minority enlisted personnel, or one minority officer for every 6.8 minority 
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enlisted personnel. Women and minority officers are fully integrated in the military and command 
racially- and gender-integrated units. 
While the Active Duty population is located throughout the world, 86.5% are assigned in the 
United States and its territories. The remaining are in East Asia (7.1%) and Europe (5.8%). The ten 
states with the largest Active Duty military populations comprise 70.5% of personnel stationed in the 
US: California (161,864); Texas (131,121); Virginia (125,418); North Carolina (106,689); Georgia 
(74,468); Washington State (65,453); Florida (58,974); Hawaii (48,682); Kentucky (44,421); and 
Colorado (39,004).  
The Active Duty force is relatively young and educated. The average age of Active Duty 
member is 28.6 years and the average for enlisted personnel is 27.4. The average age for Active 
Duty officers is 34.7 and over 25% of officers are 41 years or older. While the overwhelming 
majority (82.5%) of officers has a college degree, only 5.5% of enlisted members have earned one.  
However, 93.4% of enlisted personnel have at least a high school diploma or some college 
experience. The percentage of Active Duty members who have a degree has decreased for officers 
from 89.6% in 1995 to 82.5% in 2011 but has increased for enlisted personnel in the same period 
from 3.4% to 5.3%.  
A majority (69.6%) of officers and 54% of enlisted personnel report themselves as married in 
2011. This translates to a total of 56.6% of Active Duty military personnel in 2011, down from 
59.9% in 1995. Over half (58.5%) of Active Duty males and nearly half (45.7%) of Active Duty 
females are married. In addition, 6.5% of Active Duty members are in dual-military marriages. 
Small percentages of officers and enlisted personnel are estimated to have divorced during the 2011 
fiscal year: 2.1% and 4.1% respectively. Of Active Duty personnel, 39.9% are single with no 
children; 37.0% are married with children; 16.2% are married without children; and 6.9% are single 
with children. Overall in 2011, 43.9% of Active Duty personnel have young families with children. 
The distribution of the 1,985,471 total military children in 2011 is 37.4 for children between birth 
and 5 years of age; 30.3% for children 6 to 11 years of age; 25.1% for children 12 to 18 years of age; 
and 7.1% for children between 19 and 22 years of age. Children between 21 to 22 years must be 
enrolled as full-time students in order to qualify as dependents. Of the 1,132,293 spouses of Active 
Duty personnel, 23.7% are 25 years of age or younger; 23.1% are 26 to 30 years of age; 20.1% are 
41 years of age or older; 18.4% are 31 to 35 years of age; 14.7% are 36 to 40 years of age. 
Reserve Component 
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The Reserves have three categories: the Ready Reserves, the Standby Reserves, and the 
Retired Reserves. The Ready Reserves comprises the Selected Reserves, the Individual Ready 
Reserves, and the Inactive National Guard. The Ready Reserve is the primary manpower pool of the 
Reserve components. Members of the Ready Reserve will usually be called to active duty before 
members of the Standby Reserve or the Retired Reserve. The Selected Reserve contains those units 
and individuals within the Ready Reserve who are designated as essential to initial wartime 
missions, and are therefore prioritized over all other Reserves. In addition, the Selected Reserves are 
actively involved in training throughout the year and participate in training exercises with the Active 
Duty.  
The Selected Reserve Force consists of 855,867 members.  This includes the members of the 
Army National Guard (361,561) and Army Reserve (204,803), the Air National Guard (105,685), the 
Air Force Reserve (71,321), the Navy Reserve (64,792), the Marine Corps Reserve (39,772), and the 
Coast Guard Reserve (7,933). Mirroring the decline in the size of Active Duty forces, the overall 
number of members in the Selected Reserve is lower in 2011 than it was in 1995.  The Reserve force 
is 10.2% smaller than it was in 1995 when there were 953,192 Reservists. The Selected Reserve is 
composed of 14.9% officers (127,380) and 85.1% enlisted personnel (728,487). Overall, there is one 
officer for every 5.7 enlisted personnel.  
Women reservists, who number 153,915, comprise 18% of the Selected Reserve force, a 
higher percentage than women in the Active Duty forces. The percentage of women in the Selected 
Reserve has increased over the past 11 years from 17.5% of officers and 16.4% of enlisted members 
in 2000 to 18.3% of officers and 17.9% of enlisted members in 2011. Overall, the ratio of officers 
for both female and males is similar. Female officers number 23,329 and female enlisted members 
130,586 for a ratio of one female officer for every 5.6 female enlisted members. The ratio of male 
officers is one to every 5.7 male enlisted members, or 104,050 officers to 597,898 enlisted.  
Minority members are 24.3% of the Selected Reserves (207,573 members) and constitute a 
lower percentage than minority members of the Active Duty forces. Minority officers number 
24,642 and minority enlisted 182,931 at a ratio of one minority officer for every 7.4 minority 
enlisted personnel. The overall minority representation of officers in the Selected Reserve has 
increased from 14.6% in 1995 to 19.3% in 2011, while the minority representation of enlisted 
personnel in the Selected Reserve has decreased from 29.5% in 1995 to 25.1% in 2011. Overall, 
9.8% of the Selected Reserve is of Hispanic ethnicity. 
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The majority, 99.1% or 848,577 members of the Selected Reserve, is located throughout the 
United States and its territories. The ten states with the highest Selected Reserve population are 
California (59,493), Texas (55,669), Florida (37,493), Pennsylvania (31,517), New York (30,934), 
Georgia (28,752), Ohio (28,495), Virginia (25,325), Illinois (24,934), and North Carolina (24,093). 
The numbers of Selected Reserves in these ten states comprise 41.8% of the total Selected Reserve 
population in the United States. 
The Reserves are on average older than the Active Duty forces. The overall average age for 
the Selected Reserve is 32.1 years, with the average age for officers being 39.8 years and 30.8 years 
for enlisted personnel.  48.9% of Selected Reserve officers are 41 years of age or older; 18.6% are 
36 to 40 year-old; 15.4% are  31 to 35 year old; 12.5% are 26 to 30 years old; 4.6% are 25 years or 
younger. The Selected Reserve enlisted personnel are younger on average than the officers with 
38.6% 25 years or younger; 20.1%  26 to 30 years old; 12.3% at 31 to 35 years old; 10.0% 36 to 40 
years old.  
 The majority (84.8%) of Selected Reserve officers have a Bachelor’s degree or higher (, 
while 88.3% of enlisted members have a high school diploma and/or some college experience and 
8.4% of enlisted members have a Bachelor’s degree or higher. The percentage percentage of 
Selected Reserve who have a Bachelor’s and/or advanced degree has increased for both officers 
from 79.9% to 84.8% in 2011 and enlisted personnel from 7.3% in 1995 to 8.4% in 2011. 
In 2011, 47.7% of Selected Reserve members are married as compared to 55.5% who were 
married in 1995 with 50.1% of males and 37.0% of females reporting being married and 2.6% in 
dual military marriages. In addition, 70.6% of Selected Reserve officers and 43.7% of Selected 
Reserve enlisted personnel report themselves as married. 
A small percentage of Selected Reserve officers, 1.8%, and 2.8% of enlisted personnel are 
estimated to have divorced in 2011. Of the 855,867 Selected Reserve members, 33.9% are married 
with children and 9.4% are single parents. The largest group of children is 
between the ages of 6 and 11 years  at 221,197;  children between 12 and 18 years number 220,301; 
between birth and 5 years number 214,172; between the ages of 19 and 22 years number 88,066. In 
addition, there are 1,943 adult dependents 23 years and older claimed as dependents. 
 
The Veteran Population 
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Over the past seventy years, the number of veterans grew with the nation’s involvement in 
World War II, the Korean conflict, and the Vietnam War, as displayed in Figure 1,With the total 
number of veterans peaking around 1980. Since then it has generally declined as many older 
veterans died and the military downsized at the end of the Cold War. The large cohorts from the 
Korean conflict and the Vietnam War still make up the majority of today’s veterans. In 2012, most 
(55.5%) of the 21.8 million US veterans are age 60 or older, and only 5.5% are age 30 or younger.  
 
Insert Figure 1 about here 
 
The relatively stable numbers of active military projected for the next few decades imply that 
the total number of veterans will continue to decline through 2030 to about 14 million (see Figure 2). 
By that time, the number of veterans over age 75 will be greater than the number under the age of 
40. 
 
Insert Figure 2 about here 
 
Women make up 8.7% of all living veterans, almost 1.9 million individuals (VETPOP, 
2007). They tend to be younger than male veterans, with about half of female veterans being 
younger than 50 as compared to only about a quarter of male. This difference in age reflects 
increased military opportunities for women after the Vietnam War, which in turn increased the 
number of female recruits from the 1980s onward.  
Projections through 2030 show the total number of women veterans increasing to over 2.1 
million, or one out of every seven veterans (VETPOP, 2007). In the 1990s, DoD removed the 
combat exclusion for women, thereby increasing the number of positions to which women could be 
assigned. Given these changes, OEF/OIF are the first military engagements to result in substantial 
numbers of female service members in a theater of war.  In January 2013, Secretary of Defense Leon 
Panetta announced that the DOD would rescind the policy that has excluded women since 1994 from 
serving in direct ground combat positions. As part of the new policy, the military services would 
review about 53,000 positions in combat units and 184,000 specialty positions now closed to 
women.  These positions will be open to women who meet gender-neutral occupational standards. 
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The racial make-up of the US veteran population is also changing as a result of the changes 
noted above in the active military population. In the early 1990s, non-Hispanic white Americans 
were 85% of all veterans; in 2012, the proportion has fallen to 78%. Another 11.8% are non-
Hispanic African Americans. Hispanic Americans make up 6.1% and the remaining 3 to 4% are 
Native Americans, Asian Americans, those of Pacific Island descent, or people who identify as 
having mixed racial heritage. Based on current active military enrollments, the racial composition of 
veterans in 2033 is projected to become more diverse, but non-Hispanic white Americans will still 
be the majority (over 70%) with the other groups proportionately larger than they are today (US 
DVA, VETPOP, 2007). 
The OEF/OIF Population 
The number of veterans who separated from the military since 2002 and served in OEF/OIF 
is about 2 million; over half of whom were reservists or members of the National Guard and may 
have already had veteran status from service in the regular Army, Navy, Marines or Air Force. 
During those same years, the total number of veterans discharged is estimated at about 2.7 million, 
approximately 12.4% of all living veterans.  Thus OEF/OIF did not increase the numbers or change 
the characteristics of US veterans compared to expected separations in the absence of these conflicts.  
However, these conflicts did affect the health conditions of veterans. 
 Physical casualties in recent wars are far more numerous than deaths. Table 1 details US 
military deaths and casualties from the Civil War to OEF/OIF, and indicates the ratio of casualties to 
deaths increased over time, starting at about one casualty per death during the Civil War (i.e. for 
every soldier who was killed, one was injured) and ending at about 7.5 casualties per death for 
OEF/OIF. This change can be attributed to the improvement in medical services, particularly 
battlefield medicine, evacuation procedures, and battlefield medical support services. In addition, the 
very high ratio of casualties to deaths for OEF/OIF may be due in part to the use of body armor and 
helmets, among other changes. This protective gear shields the user from bullets and shrapnel, 
improving overall survival rates.  
[Insert Table 1-1 about here] 
 
Despite the high ratios of casualties to deaths, the absolute number of physical casualties in 
OEF/OIF is small compared to the number of disabled veterans from earlier actions. Veterans from 
the Vietnam War era still comprise over 40% of today’s disabled veterans, in large part because the 
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largest number of veterans who are still alive served during those years. In addition, several 
important conditions were recognized as service-connected only after the Vietnam War, adding to 
the ranks of the disabled, the primary one being PTSD, which was added as an official diagnosis in 
1980. Because this condition may not be recognized as disabling until years after a service member 
has become a veteran, however, the number of Vietnam veterans with disabling mental or emotional 
conditions far exceeds the 153,000 recognized by the military at the end of the war. 
 The OEF/OIF wars are the most sustained combat operations since Vietnam. Two major 
veteran health conditions stemming from these conflicts have received particular attention from 
Congress and Veterans Health Affairs (VHA):  Traumatic brain injury (TBI) and post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD). Neither of these is unique to OEF/OIF, but the needs of these two groups of 
patients have garnered considerable attention. In addition, amputations have been prominent in the 
news, even though the absolute numbers of this particular form of injury are relatively small. 
Congress, recognizing the special needs of OEF/OIF veterans, included funds for prosthetic research 
and increased funding for the Defense and Veteran’s Brain Injury Center (DVBIC), the facility that 
coordinates treatment and research for TBIs. Additional funding for programs for mental health care 
in general and PTSD specifically has also been made available. 
According to the Defense and Veterans Brain Injury Center (DVBIC; 2012), from 2000 
through the fourth quarter of 2011, 233,425 soldiers had sustained a TBI, whether combat- or non-
combat-related. The latter can result from vehicle accidents, falls, and blows that could occur during 
training, recreational activities, or other pursuits.  Unfortunately, symptoms of TBI may not be 
evident on first examination since some cases of closed brain injury are not diagnosed properly at the 
time and may only manifest later. DVBIC reports that 2.7% (over 6,000 cases), were penetrating or 
severe injuries whereas 76.7% (almost 180,000) were categorized as “mild”. 
For veterans of OEF/OIF, 15.6 to 17.1% reportedly displayed symptoms of PTSD and 11.2% 
of veterans deployed to Afghanistan reportedly did so. Of OEF/OIF veterans who have used VHA 
services, however, almost 37% had a diagnosis for any mental health condition. Within this broad 
category, PTSD was the most common diagnosis listed, with substance use disorders, major 
depression, and neurotic disorders also reported for at least a quarter of the patients. Among 
OEF/OIF veterans, PTSD is potentially identified for at least as large a proportion of women as men.  
Studies indicate that more frequent and more intense involvement in combat operations increases the 
risk of developing mental health problems. Due to the intensity of combat in OEF/OIF, returning 
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veterans are at a high risk for mental health problems—specifically those resulting from TBI or 
PTSD. These two injuries often coincide. Because of its chronic nature, it is difficult to predict the 
pattern of utilization and therefore the costs for treatment of PTSD. Outpatient treatment for mental 
health issues is the norm in VHA; some specialized residential treatment programs do exist, but 
these programs are not located in every state. 
 
Summary 
This chapter reviewed the demographics of the Active Duty and Reserve Components and of 
veterans.  We see similar trends in both the Active Duty and Reserve Components. There seems to 
be a subtle shift in demographics between 1995 and 2011, with the reshaping of the forces resulting 
in a smaller force that has responded to two major engagements: OEF and OIF. Most significantly, 
the forces have undergone an increase in the participation of women and other minorities.
